Introduction
Rejoice, pallium, and exult! A better philosophy has deigned you worthy, from the moment that it is the Christian whom you started to dress.
Tertullian, On the Pallium 1 When Tertullian composed his short oration, On the Pallium, he took advantage of the rich symbolic possibilities that dress offered for the construction of Christian identity. 2 This speech offers a defense of the squaredoff tunic, or pallium, over the stately Roman toga. Yet it lacks explicit theological discussion or extensive biblical citations (Genesis, however, makes a brief appearance) and, thus, might seem an unlikely member in the corpus of a polemical Christian writer whose prose is generally saturated with biblical language and turns of phrase. 3 The discussion of Roman views of dress taken into consideration in the previous chapter suggests some intriguing hints at Tertullian's rhetorical agenda in producing it. This chapter will show, in fact, that men's dress served him in fashioning a complex masculinity at a time when the perceived threat of Roman domination and persecution of this minority community greatly undermined their power and social respectability. A close reading of the speech will demonstrate how subtle and versatile Tertullian's appropriation of men's raiment could be in this regard.
On the Pallium: The Intersections of Gender and Ethnicity in Early Christianity
Before embarking on my treatment of this oration, however, it is critical to elaborate why the speech has not been read in light of early Christian constructions of masculinity, and the possibilities entailed in doing so. Compared with Tertullian's other writings, On the Pallium has received considerably less scholarly attention. The speech has generally suffered from disregard by scholars of early Christianity precisely because it is fi lled with tales drawn from obscure mythological scenes, natural history, and anecdotes of estimable and disreputable viri.
4 As a result, some scholars have wondered whether the speech can be classifi ed as Christian, and even, whether Tertullian penned the treatise at all. Other scholars have seen the speech as brazen and deeply antiRoman in that it mocks Roman dress at the time when Tertullian's Christian community faced persecution, though brief and sporadic.
5 Is that move not, they have asked, tantamount to treason?
6 Like Tertullian's infamous Apology, On the Pallium is often considered evidence of his seething animosity toward the trappings of the "pagan world," such as luxury, philosophy, social prestige, and political or military offi ces.
7 Such claims, however, are unable to account for Tertullian's repeatedly nimble and often nuanced displays of elite paideia throughout his corpus, and especially this speech, including technical rhetorical skill, legal knowledge, engagement with philosophy (especially Stoicism, as we have seen), and familiarity with Greek as well as Roman literature.
8
On the Pallium reveals Tertullian's ability to produce a solid oration in the classicizing style of the Second Sophistic.
9 This oration suggests that Tertullian holds a rather more complex relationship with various discourses of elite Rome than some scholars have attributed to him. This treatise is steeped in Roman conceptions of dress and comportment, which are put to use here in service of constructing a Christian identity suited to the Carthaginian context. As such the purported speech belies a neat dichotomy of Christian and nonChristian, or Roman and anti-Roman, by which it is often categorized. On the Pallium is evidence of the very malleability of such ascriptions in early Christian contexts, and too, of the ways in which Christian identity was mutable and locally negotiated.
Recently, scholars of classics and early Christianity have built on the insight of postcolonial and anthropological theorists that ethnic identities are multiple, overlapping, and fl uid-implying notions of place, language, custom, and religiosity-and have argued that this understanding of identity has dramatic implications for how we read early Christian literature.
10 Denise Kimber Buell, in her groundbreaking study Why this New Race?, identifi es a
